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THE SOURCE OF AN INTERPOLATION IN THE 
HJALMTERS SAGA OK OLVIS 

Bugen Kslbing called attention in one of his earlier publica- 
tions to the value of the Icelandic rlmur as an aid to textual criti- 
cism and showed that they are usually a nearly literal versification 
of the saga whose contents they relate.' By way of illustrating 
the assistance afforded by the rimurhe discusses (pp. 200 ff.) the 
Hjdlmp4rs rlmur in their relation to the saga of the same 
name, and concludes that the author of the rlmur employed 
a different version of the saga than that preserved to us in prose, 
and that the text of this other version is frequently better and 
nearer the original than the prose redaction that has been trans- 
mitted to us. K5lbing further points out that two incidents in 
the saga which are in no way connected with the rest of the story 
are not found in the rlmur, namely : the fight with KoUr and T6ki 
(chaps, iv and v) and the victory over Niidus of Serkland with the 
liberation of the Princess Diana. I wish to show in the following 
paper that the former episode is interpolated and that its source is 
in the J>orsteinssaga Vlkingssonar." 

The text here used is that of Rafn.^ All references to Fornal- 
darsdgur are to his edition unless a better and later one is espe- 
cially mentioned. The Jborsteinssaga VlJeingssonar occupies pp. 
383 to 459 of Vol. II, and the HjdlmUrs saga ok Olvis, pp. 453- 
518 of Vol. Ill, into which Rafn put the "less reliable" sagas.' 

The last-mentioned saga impresses even the casual reader as 
being a later product than the former; not only does it contain 
more improbable events than the J>orsteinssaga Viking ssonar, if 

1 Beitrdge zur vergleichenden Oeschichte der romantischen Poesie wnd Prosa des Mittel- 
aliers UTtter beaonderer Berilcksichtigung der englischen und nordischen Litteratur. Bres- 
lan, 1876. 

21 am preparing a new edition of the J>orateinBsaga Vikingssonar. It is to be hoped 
that someone will soon re-edit the BjdlmUrs saga ok Olvis and publish the corresponding 
Hmur, 

^Pomaldarsdgur Nordrlanda; 3 vols., Copenhagen, 1829-30. 
* First sentence of Eatn's preface to Vol. III. 
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2 Chestek Nathan Gould 

that be possible, but it contains foreign words/ more foreign and 
foreign-sounding names,^ and, more convincing still, references to 
cbivalric institutions,' together with an attempted refinement in 
manners and speech that is absent in the older sagas/ But not 
only the style is later; the transmission itself is later; while we 
have a vellum of the porsteinssaga ViJdngssonar from the first 
half of the fifteenth century, we have only paper manuscripts of 
the seventeenth century for the Hjdlmtirs saga ok Olvis. There 
can be no question that the latter saga, in its present prose form, 
is the younger of the two. It is therefore from the outset chrono- 
logically not impossible that this late version of the HjdlmUrs 
saga ok Olvis should have used the porsteinssaga Viking ssonar 
as a source. 

The following is a translation of the passages under discussion: 

Hjahnters saga ok Olvis: IV, 11. 20 ff. — Late in the autumn they 
came to an island and landed in a hidden creek. That was late in the 
evening; it was covered there with forests and crags. They went on land, 
HjAlmt^r and Olver, and up in the mark on the hill. There they saw a 
big fleet of ships on the other side under the island, a large and fine 
dragon [a warship with a dragon figure-head] and fifteen longships there- 
with, and there was a big tent on the land and much smoke there. 
Hj6lmt6r said: "Who may these be who treat themselves so well? I 
will go and meet them and know who they are." " Do so," says Olver. 
They laded themselves with roofing-bark and took clubs in their hands 
and walked along in a stumbling fashion to the tents. There was much 
smoke within; they sat down in the door. They who were within bade 
them to go away from the door. The former said they might not because 
of the cold, 'but what is the name of the chieftain who commands this 
fleet?' "You ask questions like fools," they say, "or were you brought 
up such a long way off that you have never heard of our famous leader! 
His name is KoUr and his brother's is T6ki. They are very great men 
in every way. They have lain in viking [i. e., been engaged in piratical 

iHandUra, XIII; karbunkultis, Wja, XIV; natMra, natt&rulavsa, VIII; prise, VI; 
rdsa, XIV ; salterium, simf on, VIII ; spasera, IV ; tempra, VIII. 

^Hjdlmt&rs saga ok Olvis contains Arabia, XXII; Diana, VI H. ; B66sla (MS C 
Bdecta). Ill; Lucartue (MS C and PiMcra^Ks), III; Magariu!>(USCMargatris),I; Nilidua 
(MS P B4dus), III ff.; Ft6l6m,eus, XXII; Syria, VIII. The porsteinssaga Vikingssonar has 
only Indialand, II ff . ; Marse^aland, III ; Tiru3, III ; MS C has Tirana for Tr6na of A, III ff. 

^Hoffolk,Il; hofly'dr, 11% kastali,\lS..; kurteiss, VIII; kurteisltga, XIV; riddarasveit, 
VII ; tumiment, II; II contains a description of a tournament. 

4 B. g., HjAlmt^r politely seats his stepmother on his knee, and she calls him " My sweet 
son"(VIII); Hj&lmt^r addresses the princess as " Dear lady " (XIX). 
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An Interpolation in the HjIlmti^es Saga ok Olvis 3 

expeditions] since they were twelve years old, both summer and winter-; 
all creatures are afraid of them; both kings and earls have they put under 
them in war and their kingdoms as well; and now they parted this 
summer; T6ki held toward England and the chieftain Kollr is come here; 
we have been in this haven for half a month." " You have entertained 
us well," say they. Afterward they went back to their ships and tell 
their men all they have found out. " Let us," says Hjalmt6r, "get ready 
tonight and carry our goods on land and stones on board ship and give 
the vikings a thorough ramming tomorrow." Now they do so. And when 
it dawned and the sun came up they row at the ships and send a hard 
shower of stones at the ships of the vikings and waken them with an evil 
dream. The foster-brothers had won five ships from the vikings before 
the latter had on their armor. Kollr asks who is going at them so boldly, 
"You shall surely get resistance here." Hj41mt6r tells his name. There 
began now a hard battle; Kollr had a hardened company and numerous. 
Both pushed on well and many men fell of both parties, but more though 
of KoUr's men, for the foster-brothers lopped them like saplings; how- 
ever, it did not last long until Hj&lmt6r and Olver had lost four of their 
ships and their crews with them. They had also killed every mother's 
son on KoUr's ships except such as fled to him on the dragon. Then said 
Olver: "It is best for us, stall-brother, to try whether we cannot get on the 
dragon to Kollr." "That shall be," says Hj4lmt6r; they do so and get 
on the dragon and so at each other; there began now again a hard battle; 
one fell after the other, until Hjfilmt^r and Kollr met and they struck at 
each other with sharp swords until the shields were hewn away from 
each. Hj&lmt6r thinks now that it cannot go on that way any longer, 
raises his sword and hews at KoUr's neck so that his head fell off. After- 
ward he offered to those that were still alive that they swear the oath of 
fealty; the latter took up with it. They got there great wealth in gold 
and treasures; afterward they went back to Mannaheim* to the kingdoms 
of their fathers and sat in their castles during the winter. 

V. At spring they went a-harrying and had ten ships and the dragon 
KoUsnautr [nautr: an object obtained from some person as a gift or as 
booty]. They harried far and wide during the summer and got little 
goods. And when they were on the way home they lay one evening in a 
hidden creek; they saw a dragon and thirty ships with it sail into the 
bay. They stood into the bay rather grandly and cast anchor. A man 
stood by the mast of the dragon, big and of an evil face, and spoke a 

verse: 

Who are the rascals 
who run these ships, 
hard hardened 
hapless lubbers? 

1 Mannaheiin = Sweden. 
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We shall plunder 
the pack of their lives 
and 'mongst us all 
even up their loot. 

Hjdlmt6r listened and said: 

Hjdlmt^r hight 1, 
who is it asks, 
blackvisaged battler 
on sea-beast? 
Slay the lads we shall 
and seize your stuff, 
foul false one, 
else flee you hence. 

T6ki answers: "Are you that Hjalmt6r that killed my brother Kollr last 
summer?" "It is the same man," says Hjalmt6r. "It is a good thing 
we have met," says T6ki. "I do not abuse that which you praise so 
much," says Hjdlmt6r, "There shall be a truce until morning," says 
T6ki. "So there shall," says Hjalmt6r, and they now betake them- 
selves to rest. When it was fighting-light they took to battle with shot 
and stone, and when that sort of battle abated they took their weapons 
and fought manfully. There was no lack of stout blows which each gave 
the other, the foster-brothers thought they had never before found such 
champions; one fell after another; they fought that day until evening, 
and the truce shield was held up; there were three ships left of this 
foster-brothers, and four of T6ki's; so passed the night. But at the 
coming of morning they take to battle; T6ki attacked bravely and thrust 
toward both sides; he had a big and strong spear in his hand; he slew 
thirty men in a short time. Olver sees that and leaps on the dragon in a 
great rage and makes a keen attack and slays them in heaps until he 
meets T6ki, and he hews at him into his shield and he cuts it through the 
whole length. T6ki grasps the spear with both hands and drives it 
through Olver's shield and also through his two arms, casts him up 
into the air and hurls him down on the planks so that he lay there in a 
faint. At that moment Hjalmt6r comes up and hews at Tdki's hand so 
that it came off and the spear fell down. T6ki now takes to his heels 
and plunges overboard into the sea. Hjalmt6r leaps after him, T6ki 
swims away hard and well, but Hjdlmt6r after him until T6ki is 
exhausted; then they met, Hjdlmt6r went at him at once, and they took 
to hard wrestling and long dives, for each dragged the other to the bot- 
tom until bleeding weakened T6ki, and Hj&lmt6r left him dead. 
He then came back to his ships, his men received him with joy, and 
thought they had got him back from the dead. Hjdlmt6r now binds up 
Olver's wounds. They got there great wealth in rare treasures, gold 
and goods and jewels. In a few days they go homeward, Hjalmt&' com- 
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An Interpolation in the HjAlmtiies Saga ok Olvis 5 

manded the dragon KoUsnautr and Olver T6kanautr, and they sat in 
their castles over winter. 

I regard the following passage as the source of the chief inci- 
dents of the latter part of chap, iv of the HjdlmUrs saga ok Olvis 
quoted above. 

torsteinssaga Vikingssonar, XX, 11. 30flF. — The next summer they 
went a-harrying and got little goods because all the vikings shunned 
them, and they came to those skerries which are called the riverskerries;' 
they stood into the harbor at evening; and they went up on land, Thorstein 
and Beli, and across the ness under which they lay. Now when 
they came over the ness they saw twelve ships there covered with black 
tarpaulins. They saw tents on land and smoke rose from them; they 
thought they knew that must be the meat swains. They put on clothes that 
disguised them and went thither, and when they came there at the tent- 
door they both went in at the door, so that the smoke did not get out. 
They who were getting meat were hard spoken and asked what was the 
matter with the beggars, that they were so shrewd that they wished to 
be bmrned alive or choked with smoke. They acted queerly and answered 
in a hollow voice that they wished to get something to eat, 'but who was 
the great man who commanded this fleet which lies off shore.' "You 
must be foolish carls," say they, " if you have not heard tell of tJfi, who 
is called Bad-luck tJfi, son of Herbrand the Big-headed;^ he and Otun- 
faxi are brothers; I know of none more famous under the sun." "You 
say well," says Thorstein. Shortly after they went back to their 
men. Early in the morning the men got ready and rowed out in front 
of the ness; they shouted at once the war cry; the others got ready 
quickly and took to their weapons and a hard battle began there. tJfi 
had a bigger force and was himself most valiant. They fought so long 
that it could not be seen which of them would win. Now on the third 
day Thorstein undertook to board that dragon which Bad-luck tJfi com- 
manded, and Beli was right behind him. They struck out valiantly and 

1 1, e., the skerries at the mouth of the Gotaelf . 

■^Chap. xxi of the porsteinssaffa Vikingssonar explains the nick-name of Bad-luck tjfi: 
" tJfi had got into the bad luck that he had killed his father and mother." His father, 
Herbrandr the Big-headed, is the Old High German Heribrant. The pidrekssaga of Bern 
describes Herbrandr [p. 340 of Bertelsen's edition, Copenhagen, 1905-J as having "along 
face, but not very broad." From this idea of a long face the appellation big-headed might 
easily arise. The pidrekssaga af Bern knows nothing of a relationship between Hildibrandr 
and Herbrandr. The latter is pidrcks standard-bearer. In the Wolfdietrich he is the king's 
standard-bearer and Hildebrand's father [of. p. 91 of Bertelsen. Om Didrik af Berns Sagas 
oprindelige Skikkelse, Oviarbeidflse og H&ndskrifter, Copenhagen, 1902]. The Pidrekssaga 
is not necessarily our sagaman's only source of information. This is then an allusion to a 
version of the Hildebrand's story which has a tragical conclusion and in which the son slays 
the father and the mother as well. For other instances of the Hildebrand theme in Icelandic 
literature see Busse, Beitrdge zur Oes''hichte der deutschen Sprache und Literatur XXVI, 1, 
and Kahle, ibid., XXVI, 319, and XXVII, 408. 
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slew every man before the mast. tJfi then rushed out of the poop at Beli 
and they exchanged blows for a short time, Beli was then wounded, for 
tJfi was both skilled with weapons and a hard hitter. At that juncture 
Thorstein came up with [the sword] Angrvapil and strikes at tJfi;' that 
blow came into his helm and split the whole trunk and the mailed man from 
end to end, but the sword went into the mast-step so that both edge-rims 
were hidden. Beli said: " That blow of thine, foster-brother, will be told 
of as long as the north is dwelt in." Afterward they offered the vikings 
their choice: either they should give themselves up and their lives be 
spared, or they should fight with them. They bade the rather that they 
might receive life of them; they then gave quarter to all, for they were 
glad to get it. They got there much loot; there lay they three nights 
and attended to their men and held homeward at autumn. 

The following passage from the porsteinssaga Vikingssonar 
XXIII, 11. 80-110, bears a close resemblance to chap, v of the 
HjdlmtSrs saga ok Olvis, which is translated in the foregoing 
pages. Three years have intervened between this and the passage 
just quoted. Otunf axi has all this time been searching for Thor- 
stein in order to take revenge. Thorstein and his two foster- 
brothers arrive at an island whose friendly inhabitant informs, 
them that Otunfaxi's fleet lies on the other side. Thorstein pro- 
ceeds to attack at once, surprising the enemy and killing more 
than a hundred men in their sleep. The fight is long drawn out 
and most of the ships of both parties are disabled. 

Thorstein undertook to board the dragon, as did Angantyr and Beli; 
there were still many people on EUiSi [Otunfaxi's dragon]. Faxi leaps 
forward against the foster-brothers Angantyr and Beli; they had a hard 
exchange of blows with one another; no iron weapons bit Faxi, but they 
had not fought long before the two foster-brothers were wounded; at 
that juncture Thorstein came up and struck at Faxi's face as it came 
handiest, but he did not yield a bit; then Thorstein struck a second 
time and no less stoutly; then Faxi got tired of the blows and sprang over- 
board and into the water so that he showed the soles of his feet. Beli's 
and Angantyr's hearts failed them at the idea of going after him. Thor- 
stein leaped overboard at once and swam after Faxi, but the latter was 
fleeing; it was likest as a whale swims there where Faxi went; it went so 
for a long time and until Faxi came to land; but the foster-brothers 
fought with the men who were left and did not stop until they had killed 

iCf. Kahle, AUwestnordische Namenstudien^ Indogermanische Worschungen 14, pp. 
133 S., tor sword names in Old Norse. P.204: " Angrvapill. angr, M. 'ScftatJe,' vaPill, M. 
' das Waten,' resp. ' der Watende ' von vafia ' waten,' also ' der durch Schaden Watende.' " 
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all who were on the dragon; afterward they took a boat and rowed to 
land to Faxi and Thorstein. Now when Faxi was come to land and 
Thorstein was swimming toward him, Faxi took up a stone and sent it at 
Thorstein, but he dived away from it and there was a big wave caused 
by the stone's coming down. He took up a second and a third, and they 
all went the same way, and at that moment came the foster-brothers 
Angantyr and Beli. Thorstein threw the club back on the ship when he 
sprang overboard, and Beli had picked up the club, and he came to where 
Otunf axi is standing and he strikes him with the club from behind under 
the nape of his neck, then a second time, and Angantyr stoned him with 
big stones. Now Faxi's skull began to hurt him somewhat and he became 
tired of enduring their drubbing and plunged down into the sea from off 
the rock. He swam then on the surface of the water and Thorstein after 
him, and when Faxi saw that, he turned against Thorstein and they 
attacked each other while swimming; they had there great and mighty 
wrestling bouts. Each dragged the other down, but Thorstein found 
that he had met more than his match. It came about that Faxi dragged 
Thorstein to the bottom and the latter could swim no more. Thorstein 
thought he knew that Faxi was going to bite his windpipe in two;' Thor- 
stein said: "Could I ever need you again, dwarf Sindri, more than I do 
now?" With that Thorstein became aware that such a hard grip was 
taken of Faxi's shoulders that at the next moment he was down on the 
bottom and Thorstein on top of him. He was very tired from their 
struggle. Thorstein then takes the dirk which Sindri gave him. He 
stabs Faxi then in the brisket with it so that it sank clear up to the 
handle; then he slits his whole belly down to the little guts; still he 
found that Faxi was not dead, for he then said: "You have done a great 
deed of daring in that you have slain me, for I have had ninety battles 
and have had victory in all except this one; I have won eighty times in 
single combat, so I have been a duelist, and I am now ninety years old." 
It seemed to Thorstein that there was no use in the man's gabbing any 
more if he could stop him ; he then ripped out of him everything inside 
that was loose. Now is to be told of Angantyr and Beli, that they took 
their ship and rowed out on the sea and looked for Faxi and Thorstein 
and for a long time find them nowhere; then they came to a place where 
the sea was mixed and red with blood; they then thought they knew that 
Faxi must be down on the bottom and have killed Thorstein, and when 
a short time had passed by they saw that something nasty was floating 
on the sea. They went thither and saw big and unsightly bowels float- 
ing there; a little afterward Thorstein came up and he was so beaten up 
and exhausted that he could not keep on top of the water. Then they 

1 A disgraceful thing for a warrior to do, but cbaracteristic of trolls. Cf. SOrlasaga 
sterka, XXV, " And that would seem a bad way of doing, if I should bite you in the windpipe, 
as trolls do." 
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rowed to him and pulled him up into the ship; he had little hope of life, 
yet he was not greatly wounded, but the flesh hung down his legs in 
lumps. They went and sought relief for him and he soon came to.' 

The passage from chap, iv of the HjdlmtSrs saga ok Olvis 
and that from chap, xx of the porsteinssaga Vikingssonar have 
the following elements in common : two foster-brothers land with 
their fleet at an island; they climb a hill and see below them a 
strong fleet on land, tents (in the HjdlmUrs saga ok Olvis, a 
tent), and smoke rising therefrom. The brothers disguise them- 
selves and go into the tent door. They who are within abuse them 
and try to drive them away. The brothers inquire who commands 
the fleet and receive the answer that they must be fools not to 
know that; they are told the name of the chief and also that he 
has a brother, though the latter is not present, and these two men 
are very famous warriors. The foster-brothers return to their 
men, and in the early morning attack the vikings and finally 
defeat them, giving their men quarter. Later they sail homeward 
to spend the winter there. 

This list looks, however, more imposing than it really is; foster- 
brothers are a common stock in trade of the Fornaldarsdgur. 
The landing on an island, climbing a hill to look for enemies and 
discovering a fleet on the other side is as common an incident in 
this group of sagas as it must have been in the lives of these rov- 
ing pirates.^ Even indicating that the questioner is a fool for not 
knowing the name of the leader of a fleet is paralleled elsewhere 
in this group.' The agreements which follow this one are all so 

1 We have here the same theme as in Beowulf's fight with Grendel's mother, namely: a 
submarine contest. Thorstein is in this passage a water-hero, like Beowulf ; and Paxi seems 
to be a water-demon. In both the Beowulf and the pm-steinssaga Vikingssonar the hero 
plunges into the water, clutches with his enemy, and goes to the bottom. Grendel's mother 
seats herself on the prostrate Beowulf and tries to stab him with a dagger; Thorstein gets 
on top of Faxi and stabs him with a dagger. In both the friends of the hero watch the sea 
mixed and red with blood and decide that their lord is slain by his enemy, but after a long 
time the exhausted warrior returns, to their great joy. The naive story of Faxi's boasting 
at the bottom of the sea causes one to ask if this fight did not in an earlier form of the tale 
also take place "iu some unfriendly hall or other, where no water harmed him in any way " 
(J. E. Clark Hall's translation of Beowulf, 11. 1513 and 1514), i. e., in a submarine cave, free 
from water, where talking would be possible. Whether these accounts do or do not go back 
in the dim past to a common origin is a question of small import. More important is, that 
they present the same situation, one of the limited number of stock themes in early popul ar 
literature. 

2 Hrdlfssaga Gautrekssonar, X and XV, in Better, Zwei FornaldarsOgur, Halle, 1891 ; 
IIr6mundarsaga Oreipssonar, I; Boer, Orvar-Odds saga, XVI, Leiden, 1888. 

3 Qrvar-Odds saga, XXV, 
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colorless or so frequent in the Fornaldars6gur that they need no 
comment. 

The one incident which occurs nowhere else, and which is so 
striking that it is of itself convincing, and which in connection 
with the other agreements renders them of corroborative value, is 
this: two men go in disguise down to a tent from which smoke 
arises, stand in the door, endure the abuse of the inmates, and iind 
out the name of the leader. The incident occurs elsewhere neither 
in the Fornaldarsdgur Nordrlanda nor in the similar group of 
tales in Saxo-Grammaticus. 

It is a natural conclusion that these are two versions of the 
same tale. The passage from the porsieinssaga Vikingssonar 
gives the fuller and clearer account: the cause of the smoke is 
explained, i. e., the men are preparing food; their anger is 
explained, i. e., the strangers in the doorway prevent the exit of 
the smoke; the latter's excuse is better, i. e., they have come to 
the cooks' tent for food; more particulars are given, the conduct 
of the assumedly hungry, frightened beggars is pictured. Adding 
to the greater fulness and definiteness of the account the fact that 
the porsieinssaga Vikingssonar is older than our redaction of 
the HjdlmMrs saga ok Olvis, I feel justified in regarding the 
passage in the former as the source of that in the latter rather 
than vice versa. 

Chap. V of the HjdlmUrs saga ok Olvis and the passage from 
chap, xxiii of the porsieinssaga Vikingssonar also exhibit con- 
siderable similarity: a surviving brother is seeking the slayer of 
his relative; the two parties meet in battle; the foster-brothers 
board the dragon of their enemy, who fights successfully until the 
chief hero intervenes, when the former jumps overboard followed 
by the hero, who finally slays him at the bottom of the sea and 
returns to the surface and to his rejoicing followers. The sub- 
marine fight is the notable incident here, which the porsieinssaga 
Vikingssonar again relates with greater detail. Feats of swim- 
ming and diving are not infrequent in the Fornaldarsdgur,^ and 

1 E. g., F. J6nsson, HrtSlfssaga kralea, IX, Copeuliagen, 1904; AsTnundarsaga kappabavia, 
VI, in Better, op. eit. ; Banisch, Die Gautrekssaga in zwei Fassungen, Berlin, 1900, XI, 
also p. 67; Hrdl/ssaga Oautrekssonar, XVIII; GOngu-Hrdlfasaga, VI; Hdlfdana/rsaga BrO- 
ibufostra^ XI. 
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a defeated man often escapes overboard, but in no other case is 
the fight concluded at the bottom of the sea. I may also add that 
the surprise of the sleeping company in chap, iv of the HjdlmUrs 
saga ok Olvis finds its parallel in chap, xxiii of the porsteinssaga 
Vikingssonar. 

It would seem that the interpolator of the Hjdlmt6rs saga oh 
Olvis had in mind what seemed to him a couple of good stories 
which he had read or heard somewhere. He combined them into 
one incident and incorporated them into the saga he was writing 
down. These stories are the same that occur in the porsteinssaga 
Vikingssonar. Of course both versions may go back to a com- 
mon source, but until there are indications that such a source once 
existed, it would be but idle to discuss such a question, and we 
may regard the porsteinssaga Vikingssonar as the parent of a 
portion of chap, iv and of the whole of chap, v of the Hjdlmt^rs 
saga ok Olvis} 

Chesteb Nathan Gould 

The University ot Chicago 

1 1 am indebted to my friend, Dr. A, LeRoy Andrews, of Cornell University, for a number 
of suggestions and corrections. 



216 



